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The Burden of Colonial Debt and  
Indebtedness in Second Generation  
Filipino American Families
MaRia J. feRReRa 
DePaul University
Some research suggests that Second generation Filipino 
Americans (SGFAs) are more likely than other ethnic groups to 
be depressed and engage in risk behaviors. I discuss challenges 
SGFAs face with particular focus on the intersection of colonial 
mentality and intergenerational family conflict. In-depth inter-
views were conducted with thirty SGFAs. Narratives revealed 
evidence of both colonial debt, a form of colonial mentality or 
sense of gratitude for "civilizing" their indigenous culture, and 
family indebtedness to first generation parents. Combined with 
a strong inclination to assimilate, the weight of this indebted-
ness has had a detrimental effect on SGFAs emotional well-being.
Key words: colonial mentality, colonial debt, family indebtedness, 
Filipino American, second generation youth
I think them coming here was the greatest thing they 
ever gave me and my sister. I would always tell people 
that if I grew up in the Philippines I would probably 
be selling mangos by the side of the road right now 
… 'cause there is no opportunity over there. All the 
overseas workers … like almost every Filipino, if you 
open the American borders they would just get on a 
boat tonight and come over right now. It's hard over 
there so I would not want to live over there. 
     Cocoa, 22 years old
Cocoa is a second generation Filipina American who is 
thankful for her American-born life. Her story suggests a pro-
found sense of gratitude to her parents and the hardship they 
faced to provide a life for her in the United States. However, 
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Cocoa's story also illustrates two forms of indebtedness: (1) to 
her family for bringing her to the U.S. to pursue a better life; 
and (2) to the Philippines' colonial rulers who "civilized" the 
indigenous culture. Taken together, these forms of debt com-
plicate and constrain the cultural adaptation of second genera-
tion Filipino Americans (SGFAs). 
The complexity and hardship of migrating Filipino fami-
lies from a so-called third to first world country cannot be un-
derstated. As Cocoa reveals in her interview, "father always 
says that the Philippines needs a 'benevolent' dictator'" that 
oversees and has "total power over the Philippines—someone 
who actually cares about the welfare of the people so that they 
administrate social services and clean up the government." 
Her father's sentiment is reminiscent of the U.S.'s colonial and 
patriarchal relationship with the Philippines that endorses 
benevolent assimilation and U.S. presence. I argue that the 
impact of colonial mentality, or internalized oppression, and 
colonial debt, a form of colonial mentality or sense of grati-
tude for "civilizing" their indigenous culture, is inherent in the 
intergenerational family dynamics in Filipino American fami-
lies. Also within and related to these family dynamics, SGFAs 
have a deep sense of indebtedness toward their first genera-
tion parents that may compromise their social and emotional 
health and exacerbate intergenerational family conflict.
The Social and Historical Context of SFGAs 
According to the 2010 U.S. Census, there are an estimated 
2.5 million Filipinos (represents "Filipino Alone" category, not 
"Mixed Race Filipinos") in the United States—a 38% increase 
since the last census was taken in 2000. Nearly 75 percent of 
all Filipino Americans live in California and Hawaii. Illinois 
is the third state with the largest Filipino population—esti-
mated at 114,724 with approximately 34,609 residing in the 
city of Chicago (23.1% of Chicago's total Asian population) 
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2010). Filipinos are the 2nd largest 
Asian group (after the Chinese) in Chicago. Although Filipino 
Americans are one of the largest and oldest Asian Pacific ethnic 
groups in the United States, little is known about them. There 
is also a paucity of information about the incidence of mental 
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disorders or the general state of mental well-being in this pop-
ulation (Nadal, 2009). 
There is growing concern surrounding the "immigrant 
paradox," in which assimilated children of immigrants ex-
perience more undesirable educational and developmental 
outcomes than their parents (Garcia-Coll & Marks, 2012). The 
more "Americanized" they become (the more fluent in English, 
increasingly adopting American values and behaviors), the 
more likely they seem to be at risk for behaviors such as sub-
stance abuse, unprotected sex, and delinquency. For example, 
rates of depression among SGFAs are high (Willgerodt & 
Thompson, 2006) and although middle-class Filipino immi-
grant youth are the most "Americanized" of contemporary 
Asian-origin groups and the most socio-economically advan-
taged, they have higher rates of suicidal ideation and attempts 
than most other immigrant, ethnic minority youth (Rumbaut, 
1999). Given the paradoxical relationship between socioeco-
nomic status, assimilation, and poor mental health outcomes 
among SGFA, this study posed the following questions: What 
is the nature of the challenges they experience? What factors 
may contribute to the complexity of their lives and compro-
mise their mental health and emotional well-being?
Historical Context
I adopt a historical, developmental and familial perspec-
tive to understanding the cultural adaptation and identity de-
velopment of SGFAs. Cultural adaptation refers to how ethnic 
minorities modify their attitudes, beliefs, values, and/or be-
haviors in the cultural context in which they are embedded. In 
addition to school performance, language knowledge and use, 
salient outcome areas include ethnic identity development and 
level of parent–child generational conflict (Portes & Rumbaut, 
2001). While all adolescents face developmental pressures 
related to identity formation, Filipino culture's emphasis on 
interdependence (Nadal, 2009) may create profound chal-
lenges for SGFAs as they adapt to U.S. society. SGFAs are also 
influenced by complex systems throughout the life course, in-
cluding such historical, political, and structural systems as the 
family system, the culture of origin and the political history 
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of the homeland, and Western theories of psychological con-
structs/human and child developmental models. Utilizing an 
ecological systems framework was thus critical to consider the 
flaws of racial categories, notions of essentialism, racialized 
social structures, multi-systemic forces, and human agency, as 
well as the dynamic nature of individual identity development 
over time (Garcia-Coll et al., 1996; Samuels, 2009). 
The historical narrative of the colonial relationship between 
the U.S. and the Philippines is particularly unique and relevant 
to the developing collective identity of Filipino Americans 
today. U.S. expansionism began by identifying Asia as its "new 
frontier," where the "white man's burden" was fueled by the 
idea of civilizing the uncivilized, "barbaric" Filipino (Ignacio, 
de la Cruz, Emmanuel, & Toribio, 2004). After 350 years of 
Spanish rule, the Philippines was purchased from Spain by 
the U.S. at the turn of the century. In 1898, like Spain before 
it, the U.S. took the Philippines by force of arms during the 
Spanish–American War, which began as a "pious endeavor" 
to liberate Cuba from their Spanish oppressor (Karnow, 1989). 
An estimated 200,000 to more than one million Filipinos were 
killed by American soldiers during the war. Filipino villages 
were destroyed and many Filipinos were murdered, raped, 
tortured or placed in concentration camps by the U.S. (Ignacio 
et al., 2004). It has also been documented that during this war 
Filipinos were victims of the U.S. army's first use of the "water 
cure" torture (known today as "waterboarding") (Einolf, 2014). 
Following the war and in America, Filipinos were subject 
to fierce, geopolitically-informed eugenics that sought to pre-
serve the purity of a "White" America (Tyner, 1999). Because the 
Philippines was a colony of the United States, the Filipinos held 
a unique status as "neither foreigners nor citizens" (Tamayo-
Lott, 1976, p. 167). Following the Chinese Exclusion Act of 
1882 and the 1907 Gentlemen's Agreement suspending immi-
gration from Japan, China and other "Asiatics," an estimate of 
120,000 Filipino "U.S. Nationals" established the first migration 
to relieve the labor shortages experienced by Hawaiian planta-
tions (Teodoro, 1981, p. 14). A second migration followed to 
west coast states that also consisted of predominantly male 
Filipinos. Regarded as a new iteration of "yellow peril," there 
was growing debate about the "Philippine Problem" (Tyner, 
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1999, p. 66) and whether imperialistic pursuit was justified 
or independence should be granted. In America, being "U.S. 
Nationals" was an ambiguous status that technically gave 
Filipinos in the U. S. very limited rights and privileges, which 
excluded the right to vote, the right to own property, and the 
right to marry whom they chose. Filipinos were barred from 
public places, subjected to a culture filled with anti-Filipino 
stereotypes and images, such as "goo-goos" or "monkeys," and 
were often regarded as criminally minded and called "head-
hunters" and "untamed." Notably unique was that Filipino 
immigrants received their education in the Philippines, where 
the U.S. systematically imposed its educational system that 
promoted American superiority in culture and worldviews. 
However, their experience in America discounted teachings of 
the Thomasites who preached the American ideal of meritoc-
racy, in which advancement is based on achievement or ability 
(Bacho, 1997). 
The enactment of the Tydings-McDuffie Act in 1934 
eventually granted independence to the Philippines within 
10 years, simultaneously capping immigration to a quota of 
50 per year and establishing Filipinos as "aliens." It has been 
argued that before independence was to be granted in 1946, 
the U.S. ensured the establishment of a liberal-democratic 
political foundation, the public educational system, and the 
socioeconomic infrastructure of the country (Radics, 2004). 
Recognizing the strategic importance of the island nation in the 
region, the U.S. also ensured that the succeeding administra-
tion would sign a series of defense treaties that would provide 
them with exclusive access to its national territory (Radics, 
2004, p. 116). This occurred despite growing anti-U.S. nation-
alist sentiment in the Philippines. It is notable that while U.S. 
strategic military bases maintained a presence on the islands 
for many decades, the over 250,000 Filipino war veterans who 
were promised equal treatment for serving in the U.S. armed 
forces during the second world war have continued to fight for 
benefits (Asian News Today, 2013). 
With this backdrop, U.S. colonial relations with the 
Philippines arguably continue to persist through neo-colonial 
control, as U.S. ubiquitous presence continues via the military 
bases interspersed throughout the country. Despite the closure 
Second Generation Filipino American Families 159
Sept.2016.indd   159 8/5/16   1:06 PM
of U.S. military bases in 1992, a former naval base at Subic Bay 
continues to serve as a strategic port for military activity as 
the Obama administration continues to negotiate the political 
climate of the Asia Pacific and more recent threats in the South 
China Sea. Large portions of the base have been reserved for 
use by the U.S. Navy, courtesy of the Philippine Department 
of National Defense (Whaley, 2013). There is evidence that the 
Philippine military look to the U.S. for bolstering their own 
military defense, as they have allowed the U.S. military access 
to eight Philippine military bases based on the Enhanced 
Defense Cooperation Agreement (EDCA), signed in 2014. In its 
fight against Islamic terrorist groups since 2001, the Philippine 
military has received guidance and instruction from close 
to 500 U.S. Special Forces troops (Tritten, 2012). Following a 
recent visit from the current U.S. Secretary of Defense, it has 
been reported that both nations have signed an agreement that 
allows the United States to build facilities at five Philippine 
military bases, allowing a significant increase of American 
troops, planes and ships into the Philippine islands. Philippine 
military leaders appear to welcome this presence and identify 
the benefits, including modernizing its military and building 
a "credible defense force" (Whaley, 2016). This has remarkable 
implications on the commercial and community development 
surrounding each of these military bases where military per-
sonnel must reside.
Given this history and the persistence of colonial relations, 
Paolo Freire's (1970) analysis of colonial mentality and colo-
nialism's potentially negative consequences for formerly colo-
nized people is relevant to Filipinos. He writes that the colonial 
process "begins with dehumanizing cultural invasion … cut 
off from her cultural memories, yet not entirely de-racinated, 
the victim becomes detribalized or inauthentic" (p. 50). Leny 
Strobel (2000) defines colonial mentality and internalized op-
pression as the colonization of an individual who, consciously 
or subconsciously, accommodates the ideals, values, and be-
haviors of the colonizers. Indeed, the colonized experience 
is universal to all groups who have been colonized, whether 
Nigerians, Algerians, or Native Americans. Over 400 years 
of such inscription by both European and U.S. governments 
makes the Filipino immigrant experience unique and worthy 
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of ongoing analysis as it relates to contemporary views of how 
Filipino Americans view themselves. 
The original policy of benevolent assimilation declared by 
the McKinley administration in 1898 marked the beginning of 
U.S. colonial relations with the Philippines and involved U.S. 
military control over the entire country and the "fulfillment 
of the rights of [American] sovereignty" (Diokno, 2002, p. 75). 
Rafael (2000) refers to this benevolent assimilation as patriar-
chical-motivated "white love," bestowed on the Philippines 
and considered a "moral imperative" (p. 21), despite the extent 
of violence that occurred and the use of force that was sys-
tematically utilized by the U.S. during the war. With this and 
its history of Spanish colonization, Rafael asserts that Filipinos 
were already familiar with racial hierarchy and a racialized 
social structure very early on. Although Puerto Rico and many 
other Asian countries like China, India, Korea and Vietnam 
may have experienced Western imperialism, the Philippines 
seems to stand out as a country that has been uniquely im-
pacted due to the duration of colonial subjugation and the 
scope of influence among Filipino people and its migrants to 
the U.S. over time. Although Filipinos are considered "highly 
Americanized," the psychological legacy of colonialism defies 
the narrative of the voluntary immigrant (David & Nadal, 
2013). Considered "de-tribalized," Filipinos and Filipino 
Americans continue to struggle with the implications of colo-
nial mentality (David & Okazaki, 2006; Strobel, 2000). 
Despite this history, Filipinos continue to aspire to settle 
and succeed socioeconomically in America in significant 
numbers and for multiple reasons. There were over 430,000 
who applied for a U.S. visa in 2012, positioning the Philippines 
with the second largest applicant wait list (Immigration Policy 
Center, 2013). Filipinos currently make up the second largest 
Asian American group after the Chinese. The median house-
hold income and education attainment rates are higher com-
pared to those of the U.S. general population, with most speak-
ing English well compared to other Asian Americans (Pew 
Research Center, 2012). Filipina immigrants outnumber the 
men, with many employed within healthcare and related oc-
cupations (Stoney & Batalova,  2013), perpetuating a gendered 
labor market and allowing U.S. employers to continue to 
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benefit from cultural practices, social relations and stereotypes 
that are patriarchal (Tyner, 1999). In 2012, money sent home by 
Filipinos reached a new record of $21.391 billion, with the U.S. 
remaining as the top source of remittances (Magtulis, 2013). 
Layered Meanings of Debt
David & Okazaki (2006) distinguish between covert and 
overt manifestations of colonial mentality. Covert manifesta-
tions are characterized by internal feelings of shame and re-
sentment about being a person of a colonized culture, while 
overt manifestations are more blatant, including trying to 
look white, or more Eurocentric, such as trying to pinch one's 
nose so that nose becomes narrower, or discriminating against 
newer immigrants described as "fresh off the boat," or "FOBs." 
Colonial debt is considered a form of colonial mentality—the 
perception that the colonizer is not only perceived as superior 
but also as "well-intentioned, civilizing, liberating or noble 
heroes" (David & Okazaki, 2006). The colonized thus forgive 
the historic oppression as the price to pay for "civilizing" their 
people. 
The concept of family indebtedness, which is developed in 
this paper, stems from notions of family obligation. Filipinos, 
together with Chinese adolescents, were found to have the 
highest level of academic motivation, and placed more value 
in succeeding in school and going to college than adolescents 
from Latin American and European backgrounds (Fuligni, 
2001). Education serves as a "means to a valued end" (p. 72), 
and may lead some to dissociate education from pleasure, sat-
isfaction or genuine individual interest. Family indebtedness 
not only involves a family obligation to succeed in school, an 
ingrained cultural value, or fear of family estrangement, but 
also involves an internalized motivation developed intergen-
erationally over time. 
Methodological Approach and Rationale
To understand the complex processes, including family 
socialization, colonial mentality and ethnic identity formation 
that may affect the mental and social well-being of SGFA, I con-
ducted in-depth interviews with 30 second generation Filipino 
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Americans (SGFAs). The study uses an indigenous perspec-
tive and life story narrative approach. The indigenous para-
digm encourages and empowers indigenous people to bring 
to light the traumas of colonization (Smith, 1999), while the life 
story narrative provided the means for participants to express 
how they see their own experiences, lives and interactions 
with others over time (Atkinson, 2002). The study employs a 
"decolonizing" methodology, in which members of colonized 
ethnic groups who have been disconnected from their original 
culture and history, marginalized and "Othered" (Smith, 1999, 
p. 6) are re-centered through the research process. An indig-
enous approach considers historical power dynamics in attain-
ing and disseminating knowledge, and the detrimental effects 
of totally subscribing to a dominant, western perspective. This 
indigenous frame honors Sikolohiyang Pilipino, or Filipino 
psychology (Enriquez, 1993). Referred to as a liberation psy-
chology, Sikolohiyang Pilipino considers the lived experiences 
of individuals and peoples who have suffered the violence 
of colonization, emphasizing the importance of this sacred 
knowledge as the foundation of Filipino consciousness, defin-
ing "the totality of the Filipino" including "material and spiri-
tual aspects" (Enriquez, 1993, p. 3). Thus, an understanding 
of indigenous Filipino beliefs and values, including Filipinos' 
communal culture, shared history, and collective memory that 
has developed a community psyche, or kamalayan (Enriquez, 
1993, p. 34) comes to the fore. 
Patricia Clough (2009) discusses notions of trauma and 
affect, recognizing the complexity of humans and being human 
as "unspeakable"—so complex as to not fully be captured by 
words. Her notion of "the multiplicity of time" recognizes 
historical trauma as a very present lived experience, allow-
ing "memory in its varied forms" that "may not be personally 
understandable"(p. 15). Those who have experienced the det-
rimental effects of historical trauma on a multi-generational 
level (Hill, Lau, & Sue, 2010) may not be able to articulate the 
full meaning of how their community has impacted them, but 
it no doubt does. These notions of affect, trauma, and longing 
for indigenous memory tap into the Filipino collective values 
that represent transcendent forms of resistance and resilience, 
including Kapwa (the self that is shared with others), Pakikiisa 
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(existential sharing in being human), Bahala-Na (determina-
tion), Kalayaan (freedom) and Babaylan (healer) (De Guia, 
2010). 
Data Collection
This paper focuses on the qualitative findings in a mixed 
methods study that included a survey questionnaire consist-
ing of several standardized survey tools and in-depth, indi-
vidual life story interviews. Semi-structured interviews were 
conducted with 30 SGFAs (12 male and 18 female) between 
the ages of 18 and 22 years old. Each interview was conduct-
ed in two parts. During the first part of the two-hour inter-
view, the participant completed a series of questionnaires that 
measured family conflict, colonial mentality, ethnic identity, 
perceived discrimination, individualist/collectivist thoughts 
and values, family cohesion, self-esteem and depression. The 
second part of the interview included life story interviewing, 
in which respondents discussed their experiences with family, 
challenges growing up as a Filipino American, their sense of 
ethnic identity, their perspectives of Filipino culture and what 
role it played in their lives. 
Respondents were included in the study if they met the 
following criteria: (1) born to at least one parent who is of 
Filipino descent (thus, second generation); (2) between the 
ages of 18 and 22 years of age; and (3) living in the city of 
Chicago or Chicagoland area at the time of interview. Thirty 
SGFAs in this sample were recruited with the assistance of 
various student-run organizations and social networks in the 
Filipino American community. Respondents were recruited 
through flyers hung in various community and educational 
institutions, and emails sent to 11 organizational listhosts. The 
Filipino organizations in schools assisted in identifying Filipino 
Americans. Snowball sampling was also used, in which some 
participants helped identify other SGFAs. I conducted all in-
terviews. Informed consent was obtained and each participant 
agreed to be interviewed and be audio-taped. All interviews 
were approximately an hour and a half to two hours in length 
and were conducted in locations that were chosen by the par-
ticipant. Each participant received $30.00 as compensation for 
his/her time. Each interview was transcribed verbatim and 
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handwritten notes were taken during each interview. This ver-
batim record of the participant's responses to questions during 
the in-depth interview has served as a starting point for analy-
sis. Transcriptions were imported into a database using NVivo 
software program, which assisted in the management of the 
qualitative data. 
Following the in-depth interviews, several research as-
sistants and members of a qualitative seminar group assisted 
in the reading, coding and analysis process. Analysis of the 
qualitative data was rooted in both inductive and deductive 
philosophies, utilizing Fereday and Muir-Cochranes' (2006) 
approach to thematic analysis. With this approach, it was nec-
essary to understand both: (1) the content of the interviews 
and the shared experiences of each participant, and how these 
experiences both affirm and refute the theoretical frameworks 
examined in this study; as well as (2) understand the subjec-
tive meaning behind each participant's statements and narra-
tive, and the context from which they were made within the 
interview. The "trail" of evidence needed to demonstrate cred-
ibility, integrity and competence (Fereday & Muir-Cochranes, 
2006, p. 3) and involved iterative readings of each transcript 
with layered searches of: (1) general content of each inter-
view; (2) relevance of his or her shared experiences to theo-
retical framework; and (3) emerging patterns or overarching 
themes among the sample as a whole. Initial readings of the 
transcripts involved listening to each interview and ensuring 
that transcripts accurately reflected what was said during each 
interview (including adding notes on contextual elements 
missed by transcribers or clarifying inaccurately transcribed 
statements). 
A second reading of the transcripts involved the develop-
ment of a summary about general themes and content of each 
interview, as it pertained to relevant theoretical frameworks. 
Potential biases or conflicted personal reactions I may have 
had were also articulated. Each synopsis write-up included 
notes of impressions provided by the research assistants. 
Descriptive coding was then conducted to organize data in 
broader conceptualizations. Several transcripts were reviewed 
to identify repeating ideas (Auerbach & Silverstein, 2003) with 
the help of a qualitative seminar group and research assistants, 
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who were asked to independently identify emerging themes. 
Coding then gradually moved toward a more selective list of 
codes that involved specific, overarching themes and patterns 
(Charmaz, 2006). As overarching themes and patterns were 
identified, a template or codebook of each category within 
NVivo was developed based on the research questions, theo-
retical frameworks, and emerging themes. Several rounds of 
coding occurred among several coders. The use of multiple 
coders as well as field notes that took the form of regular jour-
naling and synopsis writing for each interview contributed 
to the "audit trail" and trustworthiness of the data (Anastas, 
2004). 
The transcripts were also examined and compared to the 
quantitative data collected to identify areas of congruence in 
content as well as paradoxes and contradictions. To estab-
lish another level of trustworthiness, or "member checking" 
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985), I conducted a focus group with study 
participants. All those who participated in the interviews were 
invited to participate in this focus group. Participants gave 
feedback on whether the preliminary analysis and interpreta-
tions made sense given their individual experiences. In this 
way, participants were given opportunity to engage in both 
critical reflection and reciprocity in the research process. 
Findings
Colonial Debt and Colonial Mentality
More than half (19 out of 30) of the SGFA participants in 
this study agreed with the following statement: In general, 
Filipino Americans should be thankful and feel fortunate 
for being in the United States. Dominick (Pseudonyms were 
used for all participants quoted in this article.), a 19-year-old 
participant, when asked to expand on his stated belief that 
Filipino Americans are more admirable, more civilized and 
generally superior to Filipinos in the Philippines, and further, 
that Filipinos should be thankful to the United States for their 
history of intervention, states:
I also think that the Philippines should stay with 
America and not try to get independence so much, 
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because like, I heard a lot of disagreements that they 
would just become another Hawaii. But because of 
America's involvement in Hawaii—like, there is so 
much. They get a lot of money, it's a great place to be, 
all the Hawaiian people are pretty happy and richer 
and all that stuff. And in the Philippines it's poorer. 
My mom always said that the Philippines should have 
stayed with America, and my mom wouldn't have had 
to come to America, because America would have come 
to them. My mom always said, "they [the Filipinos] 
should have just stopped being so proud and just let 
them [Americans] do their thing."
Dominick's argument against independence for the 
Philippines seems to emerge in large part from his mother's 
perspective. In the end, Dominick ascribes his own feelings 
to his mother—that the Philippines would be a better place 
had its people fully accepted governance by the United States 
rather than remain as an independent country. 
Ben, a 21-year-old participant, also seemed to internalize 
his parents' view of the positive influence of intervention by the 
United States. He expressed that if he had children he would 
particularly want them to know about the history of Spanish 
rule as well as the history behind the relationship between the 
Philippines and the U.S:. He stated, 
… my parents would always tell me how stupid the 
Filipinos were to get rid of the U.S. naval bases there. 
Because they see how much the economy is in shambles 
over there. …it [the presence of the bases] was such a 
huge income and that the country was moving in such 
a positive direction then—when the U.S. was there. 
My parents always questioned why the Filipinos 
didn't want them there. They said they didn't want the 
bases. When in my parents view, it was such a positive 
influence. 
When Ben was asked, "do you agree with that?" he responded, 
"I do."
In addition to gratitude and tolerance of U.S. intervention, 
some participants also expressed an idealization of America. 
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Filipino Americans often associate lighter skin, a narrow 
bridged nose, and other European phenotypical traits with 
wealth and prestige. Several participants allude to using skin 
whitening creams as a result of their parents wanting them to 
be lighter skinned. This idealization also involves access to op-
portunity and material things. As Cocoa describes it, the desire 
to "make it in America" is inaccessible to many Filipinos who 
are profoundly limited in means and resources within their 
country, as well as legally barred from migrating to the United 
States. Material things indicate socioeconomic success, and she 
suggests that Filipino Americans not only feel the need to flaunt 
this success, but to use their children's success as markers of at-
tainment. This dynamic may serve as a complex, compound-
ing factor that reinforces assimilation, colonial mentality and 
debt. As Cocoa states: 
American Filipinos are the worst when it comes to 
materialism. 'Cause I think they have something to 
prove, especially when the adults will talk to each other 
about their kids. They have the fanciest cars and things 
like that. And they are not having it to have it, they are 
having it to show off …  I think maybe because when 
you are born really poor, and when you come to a lot of 
money later on in life you want to enjoy your life. And 
they might be doing it subconsciously—I don't think 
they do it on purpose like they are bad people. But 
sometimes when you come from so little the change 
is so dramatic you really want to enjoy yourself and 
you want other people to see that you've become a 
success—that you came a long way. You want to get 
that recognition that you never had when you were 
growing up.
While the association between socioeconomic achieve-
ment and assimilation to American values and culture seems 
to support movement away from ties to the Philippines, 
some SGFAs in this study explained that, in the end, Filipino 
Americans sustain a loyalty to America for very collectivist, or 
family-focused reasons. Filipino Americans send a substantial 
amount of money back to relatives in the Philippines in the 
form of remittances, suggesting a strong desire or duty to give 
back to their family "back home." Like other interdependent 
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cultures, first generation parents seem to carry the responsi-
bility for the future welfare of their own immediate family 
as well as their grandchildren. This dynamic is particularly 
gendered, with Filipinas bearing the brunt of this responsibil-
ity. Filipina mothers, considered repositories of tradition and 
family cohesion, hold the primary responsibility of socializing 
children, "holding the cultural line, maintaining racial bound-
aries, and marking cultural difference" (Espiritu, 2001, pp. 431-
432). These gendered norms have influenced the construction 
of cultural attitudes and values of the group as a collective. 
These norms are then channeled intergenerationally by the 
female(s) in the household, further differentiating a "moral 
distinctiveness" relative to Americans who are considered 
more individualistic (p. 421). This is notable for female SGFAs 
whose individual actions often reflect the family as a whole, 
and arguably face the added burden of negotiating family ex-
pectations around loyalty, cohesion and traditional gendered 
roles of domesticity and virtue with the norms of a pervasively 
individualistic western culture. 
This underlying collectivist motivation retains kinship ties 
to their homeland, complicates and reinforces the inclination 
for Filipino Americans to maintain colonial mentality and a 
sense of colonial debt. In this sample, most second generation 
participants (28 out of 30) felt the following was true or very 
true for them: "I would help within my means if a relative told 
me that he or she is in financial difficulties." There appears to 
be a belief that succeeding in America and their ability to fi-
nancially support family back home is not only contingent on 
their own socioeconomic success, but also on their children's 
success—to assimilate within their social, academic and pro-
fessional arenas. This dynamic undoubtedly plays a role in the 
enculturation of SGFA families, and the way first generation 
immigrant parents may be constrained in their efforts to retain 
and translate their culture among their children (Ferrera, 2013). 
Family Indebtedness 
As colonial mentality and the endorsement of colonial 
debt plays a role in the enculturation processes within SGFA 
families, family indebtedness becomes particularly salient 
for SGFAs, and may be the root of a distinct tension between 
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SGFAs and their first-generation parents. Of the 30 partici-
pants, 23 expressed some level of indebtedness toward their 
parents, or some level of appreciation and gratefulness for 
their parents' struggle and how hard they have worked as im-
migrants. Andres, an 18-year-old SGFA participant, described 
coming to this understanding, and the strong sense of indebt-
edness he "always" felt as a result:
…. just remembering what they've [his parents] been 
through, they always remind me of how hard their 
parents worked—like back in the Philippines, and how 
hard it was for them to come over here. [His parents 
emphasized] to not take anything for granted or just 
to do everything right the first time or do your best, 
otherwise you are just wasting your time. …I just try 
to remind mom to get her dream car when I graduate 
'cause they have done so much…. As I grew up I just 
sort of got the sense that they worked so hard to get 
here… just from knowing what other family have gone 
through, just knowing how hard it was for them to 
transition and still just try to be in America.
Having learned about his parents' hard work seems to have 
led Andres to feel invested in their happiness and reward. In 
this case, he hopes that his mother's reward is his graduation. 
Ben, who also expressed a sense of colonial debt, also talked 
about how he admired his parents, and how there was a focus 
on family and taking care of each other financially: 
... they promised us as we were growing up that they 
would...they would take care of our education. Just so 
that we can get a better start than what they had and 
they hoped that we would, when we are able, help take 
care of them and to provide for our children a lot easier, 
and not have to worry about it. 
The respondents' sense of indebtedness affects their de-
cisions in various ways, including: which area of study they 
should pursue; how they want to "give back" to their parents 
as a result of their graduation or success; and their decision-
making about schools in the context of financial constraints. 
For Ben, the choice to change his concentration to be a doctor, 
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a profession his parents wanted him to pursue, was a diffi-
cult one, because he knew that entering the medical profession 
translated to financial stability and a legacy of security in his 
parents' eyes. As he states in his interview, 
I was pre-med for three and a half years. I got out of 
it because I realized that it wasn't going to make me 
happy, that I was doing it for the wrong reasons. … I 
understand where they [his parents] are coming from, 
'cause they came from nothing in the Philippines and 
they were just worrying about our future … that's the 
whole mentality of it.
The appreciation and gratefulness for parental sacrifice 
over many years clearly motivates SGFAs to succeed academi-
cally and professionally. However, for some, such pressures 
and the accompanying sense of indebtedness seems to be over-
whelming. At least seven SGFAs out of the 30 in this study 
revealed that negotiating this sense of indebtedness had com-
promised their own mental and emotional well-being in some 
way. When Ann, a 22-year-old SGFA participant, was asked 
if she is surprised about high depression rates among Filipino 
Americans found by some researchers, she replied, 
No. It doesn't surprise me. There is a lot of burden that 
is put on us. A lot of parents telling their children what 
to do—that puts a lot of stress. If I set the bar high [for 
myself], they would always expect me to do better. I 
didn't want to go and fail them, knowing how much 
work and effort that they had gone through to get where 
they are... So I know how much burden was on them.. I 
felt it was my duty to give back, at least grade-wise, so 
I can finish on time. I didn't want them to always have 
all the burden and stuff. I put too much pressure on 
myself, that's why ... I guess ... grades slipped ... it was 
more test anxiety ... like I need to get this grade.
Ann's "duty to give back" suggests an internalization of 
the sacrifices her parents made, which may be what compels 
her to accept her own "burden" and excel in school despite the 
costs. Ann was diagnosed with clinical depression in her first 
year of college (three years prior to this interview). Her grades 
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were dropping at that time, and she attributed her depression 
to her parents' high expectations, and her strong commitment 
to pleasing them as the eldest child.
Another respondent, Riku, described his decision, despite 
his academic ability to attend a top-tiered school, to attend a 
smaller, less expensive and less prestigious school so that his 
parents would not have to make the same sacrifices that Ana's 
parents had. He stated, 
The [his] school is so cheap and you could have a 
minimum wage job and pay tuition. … But that's not 
the reason why I went to this school. My parents could 
afford any school. But I didn't want them spending that 
kind of money on me, 'cause I wanted them to have 
money for themselves. 'Cause they work hard, so I 
wanted them to have whatever they wanted. If they 
worked hard to get their dream car, I want them to 
have that, instead of spending money on my school. 
'Cause they already put me through school—they did 
their part … I don't want to take everything away from 
them … I don't want their quality of life to decrease to 
compensate for my high tuition.
Riku chose to be a commuter student in order to save his 
parents' money. However, he shared that it is difficult to make 
friends because he is not living in the dorms. He reported that 
this sense of social isolation and not feeling academically chal-
lenged led to feelings of depression. 
Cordella, a 22-year-old SGFA, talked at length about the 
impact of collectivism, and a strong sense of interdependence 
between her family and other extended family members, both 
here and in the Philippines. This interdependence brought 
with it a responsibility for the welfare of generations to come. 
During her interview, she also described how much the sense 
of indebtedness and interdependence within family can be a 
source of internal conflict that detracts from individual self-ex-
ploration. She stated: "... they can be your support or they can 
be the weight on your shoulders.… that interconnectedness 
is a good thing—[it] can be a support but it can be a burden 
as well." When Cordella was asked about how she thinks 
her ethnic or cultural identity affects her sense of self and 
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individual identity, she replied, "I think it's hard to find, 
because you're so… you're worried that you are not disre-
specting [family] so much, you're worried [about] what every-
one else wants you to do in your family."  
Discussion
Young SGFAs come of age in a historical and contempo-
rary context that often devalues their unique contributions 
and foregrounds the experience of western colonialists over 
indigenous experience. Certainly, the context and the experi-
ences of their migrant parents who choose to settle in the U.S. 
impact them. The departure from a country whose history has 
been stripped of its cultural memories is psychological as well 
as physical. The journeys of Filipinos to America are shad-
owed by the hundreds of thousands of applicants who wait in 
line to follow them. This desire to leave is undoubtedly fueled 
by a history of colonization and a tolerance of over 400 years 
of being historically de-racinated. The irony is a constant and 
steady flow of migrants who have sought settlement in the 
land of her colonizer, and a sustained, deeply driven pursuit 
of the American Dream.
Given the interdependent nature of Filipino culture, SGFAs 
and their parents easily embrace the socioeconomic opportu-
nity that living in America provides, because it allows them 
to not only financially support their extended families "back 
home" but also to care for their immediate, extended families 
and the generations to come. All of these factors contribute to 
an idealization of America, a solid endorsement of a colonial 
mentality, and an ingrained sense of colonial debt. Although 
collectivist values that prompt a sense of loyalty and indebt-
edness to immigrant parents may be considered a strength 
among second generation Filipino Americans (SGFAs), it may 
also be considered a psychological and emotional burden. For 
SGFAs who express longing for more knowledge and access 
to Filipino culture and connection (Ferrera, 2013), the explo-
ration of ethnic identity, in effect, is stifled. This is of great 
concern, as ethnic pride is considered protective of depression 
(Mossakoski, 2003). 
SGFAs must reconcile the tension between the ideals of 
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the Filipino collective and those of a western culture that em-
phasizes freedom of choice, independence, and the pursuit of 
individual pleasures and desires that may fervently conflict 
with this sense of indebtedness. Family indebtedness supports 
a broader understanding of family obligation that involves the 
process of increasingly feeling beholden to parents, that then 
inspires a profound sense of purpose for second generation 
children. Compelled by their stories of the trauma of being cut 
off and separated from family, working multiple jobs, experi-
ences of cumulative microaggressions and/or discrimination, 
ethnic and social isolation, second generation children em-
pathize and internalize the weight of their parents' hardship 
as immigrants. As a result, SGFAs come to believe that their 
sacrifices should be rewarded, and feel charged to justify the 
enormous price they had to pay—to "give back" to their first-
generation parents. This charge often seems to take precedence 
amidst more individualistic pursuits and dynamic processes 
of identity development.
During adolescence and young adulthood for SGFAs, as 
personal choice is critical, this cultural dissonance becomes in-
creasingly tense. Like other ethnic youth, SGFAs face multiple 
challenges, including: balancing roles and responsibilities; 
negotiating ethnic, cultural and individual identities; explor-
ing independence; gaining academic and social competence 
among peers; as well as the negotiation of loyalties and re-
sponsibilities to the family. Family indebtedness proves to be 
more poignant for SGFAs, who are further confronted with: 
the pressure to adapt and assimilate; internalized inferiority, 
or colonial mentality; constrained enculturation that may leave 
them less proud of their Filipino ethnic identity and unpre-
pared for racist experiences. Given the hardship their parents 
experienced as immigrants, SGFA's experience guilt and pres-
sure to succeed academically and professionally. 
Filipinos and first generation Filipino Americans indu-
bitably have experienced what bell hooks (2010) refers to as 
the "colonization of mind," internalizing, albeit consciously or 
subconsciously, the "civilizing presence of the colonizer." The 
idealization of western values and the internalization of colo-
nial debt serve as effective mechanisms that distance the com-
munity from the indigenous and processes of decolonization 
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(Strobel, 2000), sustaining a disjointed cultural and historical 
knowledge. Although each of these dynamics of debt—colonial 
debt and family indebtedness—were commonly experienced 
in this study's sample, it was beyond the scope of this study 
to invoke narratives that discusses in depth the co-existence 
and their combined effect over time. It cannot be assumed that 
all SGFAs will experience either or both. Adopting a critical, 
ecological systems perspective stresses the need to understand 
individual experiences of this group as highly complex and 
contextualized amidst social, political, historical and psycho-
logical factors. The legacy of colonialism among Filipino and 
other ethnic immigrant groups cannot be underestimated. 
Individual meanings of debt may surreptitiously challenge and 
complicate the experiences of SGFAs as well as other ethnic 
individuals with similar histories in their identity formation 
and cultural adaptation. Layered colonial debt and familial in-
debtedness represents a departure from origin and homeland 
on both a physical and collectively psychic level, fostering a 
diaspora that must be understood and interrogated within the 
context of intergenerational family processes and a history of 
colonization.
Acknowledgement: This research was supported in part by a grant 
from the National Institute for Mental Health through the Council on 
Social Work Education Minority Fellowship Program and Research 
Council Grant through DePaul University. Thanks to Kristin Renault, 
Sherry Petrea, Amanda Berenguel, and Roz (Rosalind) Jenkins, who 
have provided hours of research assistance on this project. Thanks 
also to Bernadette Sanchez and Tina K. Sacks for providing critical 
feedback on previous drafts of this work. Special thanks to all study 
participants who have shared their stories.
References
Anastas, J. W. (2004). Quality in qualitative evaluation: Issues and 
possible answers. Research on Social Work Practice, 14, 57-65.
Asian News Today. (2013, March). Filipino war veterans lose U.S. court 
appeal. Retrieved from http://www.philippineasiannewstoday.
com/news/us-news/7075-filipino-war-veterans-lose-us-court-
appeal
Second Generation Filipino American Families 175
Sept.2016.indd   175 8/5/16   1:06 PM
Atkinson, R. (2002). The life story interview. In J. F. Gubrium & J. A. 
Holstein (Eds.), Handbook of interview research: Context and method 
(pp. 121-140). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Auerbach, C. F., & Silverstein, L. B. (2003). Qualitative data: An 
introduction to coding and analysis. NY: NYU Press.
Bacho, P. (1997). The tragic sense of Filipino history. In M. Root 
(Ed.), Filipino Americans: Transformation and identity (pp. 1-10). 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.
Charmaz, K. (2006). Constructing grounded theory. Thousand Oaks, 
CA: Sage.
Clough, P. (2009). Reflections on sessions early in an analysis: 
Trauma, affect and enactive witnessing. Women & Performance: A 
Journal of Feminist Theory, 19(2), 149-159.
David, E. J. R., & Nadal, K. (2013).The colonial context of Filipino 
American immigrants' psychological experiences. Cultural 
Diversity & Ethnic Minority Psychology, 19(3), 298-309.
David, E. J. R., & Okazaki, S. (2006). The Colonial Mentality 
Scale (CMS) for Filipino Americans: Scale construction and 
psychological implications. Journal of Counseling Psychology, 
53(2), 241-252. 
De Guia, K. (2010). An ancient reed of wholeness—The Babaylan. In 
L. M. Strobel (Ed.), Babaylan: Filipinos and the call of the indigeneous 
(pp. 69-108). Davao City, Philippines: Ateneo de Davao 
University Research and Publication Office.
Diokno, M. S. (2002). "Benevolent Assimilation" and Filipino 
Responses. In H. M. McFerson (Ed.), Mixed blessing: The impact 
of the American colonial experience on politics and society in the 
Philippines (pp. 75-88). Westport, CT: Greenwood Press.
Einolf, C. J. (2014). America in the Philippines, 1899-1902: The first 
torture scandal. New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan.
Enriquez, V. (1993). From colonial to liberation psychology. The 
Philippines experience. Quezon City, Phililppines: University of 
the Philippines Press.
Espiritu, Y. L. (2001). We don't sleep around like white girls do: 
Family, culture, and gender in Filipina American lives. Signs, 
26(2), 415-440.
Fereday, J., & Muir-Cochrane, E. (2006). Demonstrating rigor 
using thematic analysis: A hybrid approach of inductive and 
deductive coding and theme development. International Journal 
of Qualitative Methods, 5(1), 80-92.
Ferrera, M. (2013). Glimpses into the indigenous: Cultural portals 
and the ethnic identity development among second generation 
Filipino Americans. In T. Maxwell, L. Strobel, and L. Mendoza 
(Eds.), Back from the crocodile's belly: Philippine Babaylan studies and 
the struggle for indigenous memory (pp. 159-184). San Francisco, 
CA: Center for Babaylan Studies. 
Freire, P. (1970). The pedagogy of the oppressed. New York: Continuum 
International Publishing Group, Inc.
176    Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare
Sept.2016.indd   176 8/5/16   1:06 PM
Fuligni, A. (2001). Family obligation and the academic motivation 
of adolescents from Asian, Latin American, and European 
backgrounds. New Directions for Child and Adolescent Development, 
94, 61-75.
Garcia-Coll, C., & Marks, A. K. (2012). The immigrant paradox in 
children and adolescents: Is becoming American a developmental risk? 
Washington DC: American Psychological Association.
Garcia Coll, C., Lamberty, G., Jenkins, R., McAdoo, H. P., Crnic, K., 
Wasik, B. H., & Garcia, H. V. (1996). An integrative model for the 
study of developmental competencies in minority children. Child 
Development, 67, 1891-1914.
Hill, J. S., Lau, M.Y., & Sue, D. W. (2010). Integrating trauma 
psychology and cultural psychology: Indigenous perspectives 
on theory, research, and practice. Traumatology, 16(4), 39-47.
hooks, bell. (2010).  Teaching critical thinking: Practical wisdom. New 
York: Routledge.
Ignacio, A., de la Cruz, E., Emmanuel, J. & Toribio, H. (2004). 
The forbidden book. San  Francisco, CA: T-Boli Publishing & 
Distribution.
Immigration Policy Center. (2013, March). Why don't they just get 
in line? The real story of getting a "Green card" and coming to the 
United States legally. Retrieved from http://www.charlottelaw.
net/files/why_dont_they_get_in_line.pdf
Karnow,  S. (1989). In our image: America's empire in the Philippines. 
NY: Ballantine Books.
Lincoln, Y. S., & Guba, E. G. (1985). Naturalistic inquiry. Beverly Hills, 
CA: Sage.
Magtulis, P. (2013). 2012 remittances hit record high. Philippine 
Star. Retrieved from: http://www.philstar.com/
business/2013/02/15/909187/2012-remittances-hit-record-high
Mossakowski, K. N. (2003). Coping with perceived discrimination: 
Does ethnic identity protect mental health? Journal of Health and 
Social Behavior, 44, 318-331.
Nadal, K. (2009). Filipino American psychology: A handbook of theory, 
research, and clinical practice. Bloomington, IN: AuthorHouse.
Portes, A., & Rumbaut, R. G. (2001). Legacies: The story of the immigrant 
second generation. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press.
Pew Research Center. (2012). Asian-American survey: The rise of Asian 
Americans. Retrieved from http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/
asianamericans-graphics/filipinos/
Radics, G. B. (2004). Terrorism in southeast Asia: Balikatan exercises 
in the Philippines and the US 'War against terrorism.' Stanford 
Journal of East Asian Affairs, 4(2), 115-127.
Rafael, V. L. (2000). White love and other events in Filipino history. 
Durhan & London: Duke University Press.
Rumbaut, R. G. (1999). Assimilation and its discontents: Ironies and 
paradoxes. In C. Hirschman, P. Kasinitz, and J. DeWind (Eds.), 
The handbook of international migration: The American experience 
(pp. 172-195). New York: Russell Sage Foundation. 
Second Generation Filipino American Families 177
Sept.2016.indd   177 8/5/16   1:06 PM
Samuels, G. M.  (2009). Using the extended case method to explore 
identity in a multiracial context. Ethnic and Racial Studies, 32(9), 
1599-1618.
Smith, L. T. (1999). Decolonizing methodologies: Research and Indigenous 
peoples. New York: St. Martin's Press, LLC.
Stoney, S., & Batalova, J. (2013, June 5). Filipino immigrants in the 
United States. Migration Policy Institute. Retrieved from: http://
migrationinformation.org/USFocus/display.cfm?ID=777
Strobel, L. M. (2000). Coming full circle: The process of decolonization 
among post-1965 Filipino Americans. Quezon City, Philippines: 
Giraffe Books.
Tamayo-Lott, J. (1976). Migration of a mentality: The Pilipino 
community. Social Casework, 57, 165-172.
Teodoro Jr., Luis V. (1981). Out of this struggle: The Filipinos in 
Hawaii. Honolulu, HI: University Press of Hawaii.
Tritten, T. J. (2012, June 7). Philippine government gives OK for US 




Tyner, J. A. (1999). The geopolitics of eugenics and the exclusion 
of Philippine immigrants from the United States. Geographical 
Review, 89(1), 54-73.
U.S. Census Bureau. (2010). American Community Survey. Retrieved 
from: http://factfinder.census.gov/faces/tableservices/
j s f / p a g e s / p r o d u c t v i e w . x h t m l ? p i d = A C S _ 1 3 _ 1 Y R _
S0201&prodType=table 
Whaley, F. (2013, April 16). Shadows of an old military base. The New York 
Times. Retrieved from: http://www.nytimes.com/2013/04/27/
world/asia/27iht-subic27.html?pagewanted=all.
Whaley, F. (2016, April 12). Eye on China, U.S. and Philippines Ramp 
up military alliance. The New York Times. Retrieved from: http://
www.nytimes.com/2016/04/13/world/asia/philippines-
south-china-sea-ash-carter.html?_r=0
Willgerodt, M. A., & Thompson, E. A. (2006). Ethnic and generational 
influences on emotional distress and risk behaviors among 
Chinese and Filipino American adolescents. Research in Nursing 
and Health, 29, 311-324.
178    Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare
Sept.2016.indd   178 8/5/16   1:06 PM
